/t

~
DOCUMENT RESUME .

. ED 214 216 ( y .CS 503 784
» AUTHOR " Housel,’ Thomas J. _
. TITLE - Conversational Processing: The Effects of Themes and.
e ‘ Attention-Focusing Strategy on 'Comprehension,’ Recall
Accuracy, and Uncertainty Reduction. ' .t
PUB DATE Feb 82 - .. " ' :
NOTE ~ 43p.; Paper presented at the Annual Meeting of- the
S Western Speech. Communication Association (Denver, CO,
_ -February 19-23, 1982). . ' :
EDRS PRICE MF01/PC02 Plus Postage. .
#ADESCRIPTORS *Ambiquity; *Attention; *Cognitive Processes; College
< Students;, *Communication Research; Higher Education;
o *Listening Comprehension; Listening Skills; ‘Recall
* {(Psychelogy) - _ . ’ . . .
IDENTIF IERS *Conversation; *Focusing Strategies; Interpersonal
’ Communication; Schemata I R ) .
- ABSTRACT -

) A study examined the effects of conversational themes
. and attention-focusing strategies on conversational comprehension.
The variables in the study were (1) the presentation of ambiguous T
ver;sus unambiguous themes of convgrsations, (2) using personal versus
conitent-oriented themes in conversations, and (3) presenting ~ -
»  listeders with personal. versus content attention-focusing strategies
e asking participants to focus on a personality type versus focusing
. on the content of the message). The subjects weré 247 college
: - students who were diided: into 16 groups that heard various
combinations of the three variables and two stimulus messages. After
~ the subjects received the attention-focusing strategy .and-theme »
statement appropriate to th&Ir experimental group, they listened to
. the stimulus. conversition and completed recall accuracy and:
. yncéertainty reduction tests. The posttests were administered ‘again
. one week following the experiment. The results demonstrated that
unambiguous themes predicted conyersational comprehepsibility and
recall .accuracy. Type of theme also had a significant impagt on these

A dependent measures as,well as on uncertainty reduction. The results *
‘ suggested that personal comversatibhal information may be processed
. différently from content conversational information, (RL)
S ' -
\ - ’ 3 ‘ : 7 -

.,

- . i
« ! i . K
’ .

4

~

-

¥

s

**************%*ﬁf*&*****************************t***f*****************

* Reproductions supplied by EDRS:are the best that can be made *

* . from the original document. . *
_ *********************************!******************&******************

v




»

ED214216

a

e

*

as 053376"25

-RIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

a ’ . hd

. > 11.S. DEPARTMENT ‘OF EDUCATION
B NATIONAL INSTITUTE OF EDUCATION
EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES INFORMATION

CENTER (ERIC) ~
v(ﬂms document has been reproduced as

receved from the person of organization
ongipating 1t
k Minor changes have been made to improve
reproduction Qudhlv'

4

@ Points of view or opimions stated in this docu N
ment do not necessanly represent otficial NIE
position or poliLy

» v “

Conversational processing:
The effects of theme and at:t:ent::Lon--,"A
focusing strategy on compruhen51on,
racall accuracy,- and uncertalntv
reduction

v

-
- .
) -
¥ 5 .
by -
3 ’ -~ ,
. ]
Thomag J. Housel (Ph.D. University
of,Utah, 1980) Assistant Professor
Unlver51ty of Kentucky, Lex1ng on,
Kentucky 40506 -
“PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE THIS
MATERIAL HAS BEEN GRANTED BY .
_ Thomas .. Housel -
. v A
TO THE'EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES .
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC} "
-~
4 i .
.
! ) .
« [ .
'si Ay
!
\ .
‘e
. : ~ L
s~ ,

AL




s

—~

/

.

This litera®ure review will ‘focus on the potential usefulness of the

\

concepts theme and attention focusing strategy it predicting how conversants

\ . )
comprehend, recall,

discoursg,

to distinguish between‘ambiguous and unambiguous themes,

personal and content themes.

be used to cohceptualize the atten

<

In examining thefe, the present study will

The

&

A

and reduce uncertainty in processing conversational

postulate the need

as well as between
Nae o as . . ’

personal-content distinction will also

tion focusing strategies conversants use

5

in processing conversational discourse. ) -~ v
- - N il
‘ Theme L ;
v ~ " - N . i

’
SO A i Text Provided by ERIC

purpose,

or

°

The term theme most often refers o thg central idea,

,

gist of a message.

. I &
this study.
, g )
is the general focus

.La pPorte, Vesdonder,

may be‘de}ined as a

o

It is in this sense that the term theme is used in P

to which the subsequent

and Vqss.(l978) define story _theme similarly:

Y. N

conepE or’ idea thét-sg}ﬁes to relate or unify
¢

"Theme

large

~ ,
Thorhdyke (1977) defines stqrgzﬂheme, ®The theme of the story

Y

plot adheres" (p. 80). Bixanz,

chunks of story information (C.F.

‘theme, topic, and title are often used interchangeably to mean the

b . . . ', k3 0 )
thing in discourse Processlng research (e.g

Green, 1977),..." (p. 338). The

terms

°

same

., Bransford and Johnsan! 1972;

. N _ .
sransford apd McCarrell, 1974;.Dooling and Lachman, 1971; Goss, 1in press:;

Kintsch and Van Dijk, 1978; Reichman,

-

studies which define topic and title simila

of theme will be reported. .

-

1978, Yo name a few) .
4

Only those,

rly to this study's definition

* fThemes help receiversyke dis‘cours‘e coherent by

v .
N .
providing an organizing
§

- . d » . . ) . . - :
criterion accordiwg to_which discourse propositions are judged for semantic

I

N
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[ . 3
and therefore make discourse more coherent.
" .

\ ' . -
rélatedness to theme and‘hence, other discourse propositions. "The propo-

A .

sitions of a text base must be connected,relative to what is intuitively
] - L

*

called a topic of-discourse (or a topic of conversation)z that is the theme

of the~discourse... There must be a.globalk constraint that establishes a

meaningful whole, characterized in terms of a discourse topic" (Kintsch and
K

van Dijk, 1978, pp. 355-366).

) T ‘

Theme Ambiglity g

. . \ ® . .

Themes vary in terms of how constraining they~afe in connacting discourse
L4 - ’ - . .

.

propositions. Unambiguous themes are more constraining than' ambigugus themes,

In reading the following
s .

example, the relatively ambiguous thematic sentence fragmenth_"Instructiéns
- . N

for pPerforming a task,” does not serve as, a useful c;1terion or global
, K\/ ‘ -
donstraimt" in helping the reader disambiguate“the semantic relations between
2 ) -~ . v - ’ ) '
text propositions. . ’
° . .° . The -procedure is actually quite simplel
, First you arrange things into different groups.
> "\ Of course one pile may be sufficientldepending
<4 ' on how much there is to do. <If.you have to go -

somewhere else due to lack of fac111t1es that
P is the next step, otherwisé you are pretty well:®

. ’ ' set, It is important not to:overdo things.

That is, it is better' to do too few things at .
once than too many. In the short run this

may not seem important bBut comglications Can ?
easily arise. A mistakehtan be expensive ’

. fas well. WAt first the whole procedure will .
seem complicated Soon however, it will
become Just another facet of life. . . R —~

. ) (Bransford and McCarrell, 1974, p. 206). 5

»

-
PR

\
However, the unambiguous thematic sentence fragment,“"Instructipns for
. . 3 . 2 . h L]
washing clothes," is :.an excellent criterion or. "global constraint” for
g ,

specifying how text propositions should relate to each other,. and succeeds .
3 t b
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of conversatlons in thls study instead of prose passages. Conversational

‘on,theme's role in conversational processing. Recent commu?ication research

“ERIC

in-helping the reader comprehend the text, ) .
] . %; a-
.

Comprehension ) /.

-

The above example indicates that to be QSeful in a1d1ng comprehension

. <, .
themes must be unambiguous, Research into theme's effect on text com-

' ~ ‘ ) :
prehension {(Bisanz et et al., 1978; Bransford and Johnson, 1972 Bransford and

N . .
-McCarreLl, 1974; Dooling and Lachman, 1971; Dooling and Mullett, 1973) * .

supports this ‘point, One problem w1th this research is that the stimulus .

2
passages’ used in. these studies were so complex-abstract that- theyiwere

- - =bt .
* ®

virtually incomprehensible w1thout an unamb;guous theme " (see Cofer's, }977;

i
¢ +

pe. 335,,comments on this problem). Using these kinds of stimulus passages

“ b e

may explain why past theme' researchers man1pulated presence or aESence of
v
theme or, themes location (i.e.: before 8r after the passage) but not, in

1

"most cases degree of theme amblgulty. To partially replicate and extend

this\past‘theme research, the present .study used'conversational stimulus
]

messagcs wh1ch were kelatlvely comprehen51ble w1thout a theme,~mak1ng it
4

’,\\\p0551b1e to man1pu1ate degree of theme amblgunty. { - ‘ ' LI

A further exten51on of past ‘theme research was ‘mdde p0551b1e by the use

’e

messages ‘are usually more complex than -prose passages (Oison, 1977). Thls

1ssue w1ll be dealt w1th 1n more deta11 in the Content and Personal Themes ~

secglon. Unambiguous themes probably serve the same role in conversationak 8

- <;~dlscouse processing that they Yo in text processing, but as yet no studjes

-

R

have examined this possibility. . ’ ' .
- -y 4 1 -
There.are several recent communication studies whichhindirectly bear

. -

. o
~ -
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. has demonstrated tKat prov1d1ng an ”approprlate" conversatlonal theme (or

top1c)1s a 51gn of _gommunicative competence (#lanalp and ﬁpcey, 1980 p.

x

j¢8 an obllgatlon (Relchman,\l978 p. 14), a way to make conversations.

understandable (Goss, 1n press,p. l106), and a measure of ¢onversa§10nal

M

-success (Grlmes,_1981, p. 1). Aan unamblguous theme is thé‘most llkely

cand1dale&for an "approprlate" theme because it wouId make‘the'sender s
conversatlonal message more comprehensible by dlsamblguatlng the semantlc A

.,

“relations between conversatlonal proposrtions. The ' present study will

< -

’

v examlne the effect that- level of theme. amblgulty‘has on coriversational ‘.
comprehensxblllty. . . \ 7. .

. . . . . n . - . ) : . ’
Recall o . . . - . .
_—=a- =

¢
L4 -~ . . - < .

. . ol : \
;- When processing conversations participants need to. comprehend each ’/?
" others messaqes but they also must store and ietrleve message information
3 7 ° : 4 N ~ \.‘ *
recelved from one another for future use in conversatlons. For exampﬂe,
- . ‘

’ rememherlhg personal informatiOn about others'attitudes, Vvalues, idiosyncracies,

-
. . “ - Vg, - e

etc. would allow an 1nteractant,to develop strat?gxes “for persuadlng another,

~ * .
.

and gtorlng general«world knowledge from\\\nversatlons llke 1nformatlon .

- . .

about sports, hlstory, ar%‘ etg. would’ aLlow the interactant to expouqd on

-. K

\ a’ glven toplc rea. Themes serve as storage and retrieval -cues for dlscouﬂfe

. (3

’ 1nf)rmatlon. Dodd and JWhite (1980) summarlzevthe role theme plays xn discourse

0

. * N
- N -

storage and retrieval: . . # ] ‘ " ot

-

L " In general the theme of a passage
. ¥ ) ., lor sentence) is the focus of a memory -
- ) representatlon, also’ suggesting the * \ ]
existonce of a hierarchical organlzatLOn . . TN
° to the memory for propositions, namely- ‘% »

o * {mcre accessible and mQre dprable) for

. .
~ 4 . . ~ - ’

Iy .
/\’ < PO . .
. R N o
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\ related to it (c.f. Bransford g Johnson,
’ - 1973; deVilliers, 1974), (p. 251) ’
- b . o
Numerous studies have found thematic‘effects on-discourse recall .

5

(Bock, 19803 éransford and‘JOhnson! 1972, Branéford and McCarrell,'l974;

Dooling and Lachman, 1971; Dooling and Christiannsgn,'l977; Dooling and

»”

Mullett, 1973; Révliq, Bromage, and vanp Ness, 1981; Sulin and Dooling, N
§ - .

1974;;Thor8?yke, 1977). . Few of -these studtes, however, examined the possi-

5

~ ' 7 v )
: than any S-imposed theme..,. 1t js reasonable to assume E's thematic title
) » . - - . [} «

. more accurately rdflects the underlyiqg\semaptic sfructure of the passage

225). Dooling and Lachman (1971) o?ly Specukrated that. thejr themes
. » : . ) “ o, - .-
disambiguated the stimulug texts better than ones thei)zsubjecfs might. ,

have generated, The effects of theme ambzauity on conversational com- . -

Ce N .

us how theme§ affect cohprehension and recall, but coé@e}satfonal interactants
-~ °

-

do more than comprehend, store, and retrieve conversational information.\ T
- N - ) - -y

Lo . . S~ R,
they-also use the information to make judgments about each other with the '

cpurpos‘e of reducing Uncertaihty about each other (Berger, 1980; Berger and . ° A

¢\Cgldbre3q, 1975}'Berger an% Clétterbuck, 1977; Berger,_Gardéner, Parks,
. .

I

4 . . .
. - - .
. “ . . . '
» -~ ~ b
3 2 -
v

- . .
A . ;’.u .
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Schulman, and Miller, 1976, Berger and Perkins, 1978) .

.

A ]

provides‘littlé gyiddnce’akout how conversatiopal themes may affect the

.

'

3

~

-Past‘theme research

-

-

” a L a ' '
exclusively used prase stinulus messages.

{

research to

actants who

reduction of uncertainty.

This may be-because the theme research reviewed '

»
~

A likely extension of the theme

certainty reduction would suggest that qpnversatiohai inter-
- LA . v

ganize their conversations around unamhiguous themes will

-

. be judged differently (e.g. as more competent) than those who organize

-

. ) ¢ t X
in umcertainty reduction differences.

D

\

. . !
A receiver whor can readily comprehend,

14

4

their conversations around ambiqhous themes, and this would be ﬁbnifested

E

RICH
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'theorizing and Planafp and Trasy's ¢1980) ' research fimplied.

store, -and xecall cohversational information becayse a sender uses unambiguous

. e o -

themes is likely to judge this sender as more competent as Grice's (1975) ,

-

This study

' . . ! ;
- will tg%tﬁtheﬁpossibility that level of theme ambiguity affects undertainty

. réduction, and by doing so.will extend theme and uncertainty reduction _/~//

¥ L

. ~
- " ¢ - -

research." . - o T o—

. ~

Hypothesis 1 summarizes the predicted relatlonshgp between theme

-
.

\nblgulty and compégaenSLOn, recall, and unceé%a;nty reductlon.

/ Hypothesis 1: . Recelvers provided with uhambiguous conversational
- e . + X

themes will comprehend, recall, and reduce ; ‘
.9 :

'
’ -

uncertainty-’significantly better -than receivers - . .

~ T
] ., .

) provided with ambiguous conversational themes.

’ R Content and Persénal Themes y .
. , ‘Y %
, Conver§at10ns conta1n ‘both content and persogalsinformation (Keenan, - .H

v

d ’ N
MacWhinney, and Mayhew, 1977; Olgon, 19/7). Keenan et al, (19*(1 gategorized o

- . »

*conversatlonal statements’ as “high 1nteract10nal" (or what thlS\Stde labels i

\

- .
-

personal) and "low interactional" (or what this. study labels content) (p. 550). . 1§

? ‘ . .

Y

ey
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High interactional Cor personal) information is “information about the

speaker's intentions, his beliefs, and his relations with the listener" and

*

low interactional [or contengs information is "information about’ objects

and events in the world...essentially independent of‘gersonal knowledge of

the speaker" (Keenan et al.,'l977 p. ssoy. " . .o
° & . »
’ «“( N . - .
This contentepersonal distinction has not been examined in previous .

) ¥

theme reseaxch jKeenan et al., 1977, did not examine theme in their .
.. - ,

study). The reason this distinction was not made may be becayse the previous

—~— Al

,theme research used- -primarily prose or other non-conversational stimulus

material,which did net contain personal informatifnn Olson (1977, pp 73-76)
indicated that prose texts typically do not contain personal information,
N ' N

' but conversations typically Contain both content and personal information. -

So, researches using- prose stimulii would not likely .be as sen51tive to the

-

content—oersonal information distinction as resea*chers using c0nversat10nal

. K v .
-

stimuli’. 1t may be that the added Complexity of conversational stimuli
because of the content - pErsonal,distinction made theme researchers more

N - . . ’ - . '
inclined to ‘use prose stimuli over conversational stimuli. /
. * 3

Given that a content-personal distinction exists for conversationak

information, it is necessary to also postulate ‘content and persbnal themes.

. \
Each type of theme (content afd personal) would serve' as a coherence-organizing

4

criterion fon each type of conversational information respectively. Each

- . N

type of theme would function to aid .receivers in comprehending, storing, and

. » - s . . g *
recalling the content and personal 1nﬁprmation contained in conversations.
1 >

'
¢

. !
This ass&rtion is well documented for cantent themes based on the prose- .

theme research previously rgliewed. The role of Personal themes in con-

’ 0 . ¥

- ~

<
versational discourse processing is less well documented, as Schank and_ . g

Q\L . ;/ \ “. , i \ . Y
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( o ‘ Ll ~n
Abelson (1977) pointed out. 5 ~
- . . \ .
. Recent person perception research by Lidgle, Geva, Ostrom, Leippe and

‘

Bauméardéner (1979) and Ostrom, Lingle, Pryér,~and Geva (1979)'fo§nd that

Y} . . o
- people develop personal themes to organize their impressions of others,
» - / N
to recall information about others, and to interpret others'act&ons: .
- * - v . % N

. . N S
one'drawbacj to this research in terms of the present stidy is that these

.

B -

researchers used trait descriptors rather than conversational stimuli.

N

~ . (
Their findings do indicate that the concept "personal. theme" is a viable

’ N .

one, and a matural extension of their work would be to explore the role

-

R -®
of personal themes in conversational processing.
L- *

Althouéh little is known at present about the role of personal themes

~

h} -
in conversational discourse procéssing, personal themes may serve as coherence-

~
- N

organizing criteria for personal information in much the same way that content

g B

differently than content information. For example, Keenan et 'al. (1977)

o« *  found that copversants' recall for personal information was significantly’
“\ better than for content information., To augment conversattional research
L3 . » . . ’ ’
on this issue the present study will ask the following research question:
) - Research Question 1l: How will type of conversational theme
' 2 ' (i.e. content or personal) affect the comprehension, recall
and reduction of uncertainty in conversational discourse /
= processthg? ' . ’ ‘ .
v v b
Attention Focusing Strategies ' . N
* Attention focusing stré%egies have a significant impact on the .
. . g _ N <
comprehensibi%ity and recallability of information (Spiro, 1977 bhen
and Ebbesen, 1979; Frederiken, 1975). Conversants use strategies to aid
~
- !
' them in reéducing uncéitain:y about others by focusing their attention on
. - - )
\ .
B R . e : ‘
v I‘ . - L]
~ 7 .
Q a ] , - ) \
EMC o c . 10
P iz e

” . < & . -

themes do for content information. But personal information ﬁay(be processed

.

8
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- those aspects of a copversational message that will provide cues about

. senders personahutles (Berger, 1980). ) -

. ‘Communicators use attcntlon focusing strategies in procesSLng con- ¢
. - .
versational discourse to accomplish Jarious communicative goals (Cohen and

.
- “ K

. Ebbesen, 1979; Just and Carpenten 1977; W1nograd 1977) Two prominent
. "4 . . ’ . .

. goals recelvers should have when processxng conversatlonal discourse-are to

o comprehend and recall conversational 1nformat10n. For example/ when a !
- .. et L Y o

A 3
- student is paying.a sizable amount of money for a tennis lesson, he/she will

K . probably tend to focus on“the contént informatjon’ (e.g. how to hold the’

. . .
racket, proper forehand technique, etc.) and pay less attention to personal

X
P r';—\\~ - . 4 . - ,

information (e.g. jokes, comments about how the .student's taste in tennis ’
apparel, etc.). In d different communicative situation, e.g. a romantic .
~ N o, \
\ encounter,. a receiver will most likely elect to focus attention on com-
.« ' . “ “
/ \ '4 ’ ! - ’ \ -
. prehending personal conngﬂxts. B ¢ . . .

- ¢

’ ~

2 Cehen and Ebbesen (1979) found that recelvers glvej a task attentlon

L3

i . . - N B
:) than subjects given a "clinical psychologist" strategy.

stated "In a d1alogue the interaction (personal 1nformat10n) with the other

person might be much more sallent than the content qf the d logue...!

{ s, . . . . g - . R
b . (p. 35). Making a almllar distinction between content and pgrsonal strategies,

«

Q © .

FRIC - o , .

s d . c

N .
st
L J
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-

. Win§Qrad (1977) argued, "Many of the goals are at a metacommunicative level,

- 0 N

-dealing with the personal interaction-between the speaker ayd hearer .rather

-~ - * ¢ -

Ehan the putative pontent-of the utterances” (p. 69). Kintsch's (1977) and

winograa's (1977) speculation about the existence of content and persgnal -

a .
. I ~
-
.

‘goals which w@hld guide receivers attention focusing activity 1s intuitively
. - ¢ .. v

appealing, but as yet has not been empirically documented in ;onve;sational‘

< -

. or text processing research. This study will exayine‘;he effecte that R

'

cantent and personal attention focusing strategies have on conversational’

processing, and by doinﬁ so will empirically tesé the theoretical

.
. ‘4,
s -

4

speculations of researchers on this issue.

¢ ~
.

A Past research on attention fbcusing strategies indicates that inter- AN
) ' Y - * . -

actants will better comprehen%\and recall those aspects of a message that

they focus their attention’ on. A simple'extension of these findings to the

. o .

receptiorf of conversatlonal messages 1s gxpressed in the following hypothe51§
Lk

Hypothesis®2: Recelvers who focusyattentlon on personal

> . »x‘,‘[ -~

<

‘\(1 o * - 7L

‘ message 1nformat n w111 comprehend and ’ -~
[ AN - ‘

' recall personal @eSsage information signi- - .

. P 7
ficantly bettertxhan receivers who use a
. ! N .3 ‘r

IR . ) .

content attentign focusing strategy, the ° \\v

K4

- B L i
32 . ~y

converée belng true’for the comprehension

llx -

> and recall Qﬁrcontent message information
. when receivers use a conteng attenblon .

7». \ 3

focusxn; strategy. 3 ) .
/’ Berger's (1975-198Q) uncertalnby reduction research indicated.that regeivers
»J" s 4 .

. chose from a variety of stra:eéies to reduce uncertainty about others. A

b -

1 ( >
A ~ 3 it \

.

R

-

’




-

logical extension of Berger's work is that a personal focusing strategy
g -

would pfovg most\uééfal in reducing uncertainty about others because

. Hypothesis 2ay

uncertainty about others. The-present study will examine this possibili

-

personal information js more useful than content information in reducing

\ " .

Receivers who use’a rsonal focusing strate
g

will reduce uncertainty more than receivers

.
® ’

ty.

who use a content focusing strategy. .

-

A general conclusion from previous research, then, is that theme

v

ambiguity, theme type, dnd attention forusing strategies have significant

independent effects on conversational discourse processigg. The combined

. effects 'of these three vgriébles has not been examined by past'conversa-

tional discourse procéssing research. These independent variables may

have additive or interactive effects, or may cancel out the effects of
N . :

each other. To answer this question the present study will examine the

.

combined effects of themé ambiguity, "theme type, and attention focusing

<
1

strategies within one factorial experiméntal design. s
. Methods
—r ————————

[

Design. A 2X2X2X2 betweeﬁ subjects factorial design was used with
. P - b " -
the independent variables: theme ambiguity (ambiguous and unambiguous

°

themes), theme.type (content and personal), focusing strategies {content

. ' . . . 3 .
and personal)}, and conversation (ceramics and feﬁc1ng leSSOﬂsf . and the

-

dependént variables content.and personal conversational comprehension,
- 6. ’ - N .l.
~ content and -personal delayed cznversational recall accuracy.. uncertainty
- )
. ¢ . s.\.“ﬁ‘ . .
reduction, and:delayed.unczrtainty reduction. Although .there are 90

. L4

possible main effects and in:eraction hypotheses in this design, for

ERIC ' ' i3

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:
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&

he sake of’brevity only the most promising research question and

I -

hypotheses were stated.

Operational Definitions

t 1]

fndependent Variables ”‘\/4 '

Theme Ambiguity. The twd levels of theme ambiguity were unambiguous

and ambiguous. Two unambiguous and two ambiguous thematic instructions for
each stipulus conversation were given to subjects in writing. For example,
one of the unambiguous themes (for the fenciﬁﬁ lesson) was "Harry gives

Susan a fencing lesson stressipg proper weapon grip and body positioning,*

and one of the ambiguous themes was "Harry and Susan.are talking about skills

-

necessary to successfully complete a task."

A validity check was performed to ensure that subjects generated similar
or exactly the same themes as those provgded by the experimenter, whether
tnambiguous or ambiguous. In every casé, subjects given unambiguousﬂthemes .

generated themes which were rated as significantly (p 4:001) less ambiguous

» v
>

than subjects given ambiguous -thematic instructions. These ratings were

provided by three judges with a reliability of .89 measured by Cronback's .
i . .
alpha. ) . .

. . .
Focusing strategy. The two kinds of focusing strategies given subjects
g P

- B .

werg-personal and content. Subjects in this study were instructed to implement *
either personal or content focusing strategie:s when receiving a stimulus

conversation, Subjects given .content focusing instructions were asked to «
pretend that they might have to relay the ess:ntial factual information of ¢

the conversation to someone else. These instructions also asked the subjects
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" were asked to pretend that they overheard.one of the stimulus conversations
" ] .

\

4

L i

b

to focus on c¢ontent pr informational statements and ignora all non-essential

comments of a personal nature, Subjeo;s given personal focusing instructions '
4 .

o
. 0
.

L4

and wonld have to use’'it as.a basis for deéiaing what kind of person the .
instructor nas and whst‘his'bersonsl feelingsior intentions wers toward his
fsnagg‘st;dent. They were also instructed to fooas exolusively on personal g
L . ‘ )
statements whils listening to the conversation. Again, all focusing in- .
’ ) . . ' .. {

structions were given to subjects in writing.‘/ -
. -

.
s . i . )

As a validity ‘check, squectg were asked to report the focusing strategy

*

: N " \ » «
used once the ingtial phase of the experiment was complé{ed. Subjects,

reported using a focusing strstegy which was nearly identical to the strategy

0

they were instructed to 'use, according, to' three raters (who were reliable

at .éS via Cronback's alpha). . ' .
. " ' . v e N

Theme type. A Qalidity chsgk was performed to ensure that subjects - .

0thematic instructions would use the appropriate

. .

receiving.content or personal

theme type. An example_of a personal theme would be "Harry is the 'nit-picker'

t}pef, and a content theme would be "Harry and Susan are talKing about the
@ i -

skills necessary to successfully complete a task." In every case, subjects

W
.

given persanél and content thematic instructions generated themes which three

- . . .

Graters Judged to be consisteht w1th their condition of 1ns€/;ction. Reliability

of H}%ges was .95 v1a Cronback's alpha. ’ ’ ' .
' , . : .

; Conversation. The two stimulus conversations, each covering a different

0

topic¢ Were fencing and ceramics instruction. In each conversation, a male ‘

¢
.

(Harry) instructor gave a female student (Susan) a lessony The conversations .

. . & . ' . . ,
followed a typical instructor-stuclent interaction pattern, with the instructor

dominating the conversation by giving detailed instructions about half of |

-t * . +
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& .

4

-

~

the  time and making évqluative statements about the student's progreés the
-] .
other half with the student giving short replies primarily in the form of
L

questions and acknowledgement of the instructor's suggéstions. Both speakers
& . !

had prior acting experience and the same actors were used for both conversations.

T e

The stimulus conversations lasted about two minutes and weré presented ‘on

. . \

¢

N . L
audio tape to control length of exposure for all subjects and to simulate
« P . t

the overhearing of a normal conversation. ! '

’ .
Dependént variables . ) e

Comprehgnsion. Both content &and personal conversational comprehension

.

were measured in this experiment. Following well established measurement

-

1 s
techniques (Thorndyke, 1977), selfvreport scales for content and personal _
comprehensibility were used in this %é:dy. Bne reason for using self-report .

+ & . . )
scales over other comprehension measures is that self-report scales do not
N ' :

-

cause subjetts to decode information in an artificial manner. For example,

v
t

. . . : . ¢ . y . ot
ﬁi%lng a comprehension test is likely to cause subjects to process information

‘l

more deeply than they‘would dn a narmal conversation. Two 9 pd&nt interval
scales (based on Thorndyke's, 1977, self-report comprehension scale) were

.

used to measure content and personal’conversational comprehension,

Recall accuracy. Following Sulin and Dooling's (1974: p. 258) advice
. S ' . v "
to use free recall measures in discourse research on theme's, effects, a.
* - ¢

:
o

non-cued free recall test was administered to subjects following‘a one .
/

week time delay between presentdtibn of the stimulus conversations and the .
. 5 . * .
recall test: Dqoling and Mullet's (1973) scoring procedure was used in
e -~
5 , .
the present study, "because it is-well known that Ss do not naturally recall

-
2

stories verbatim, an attempt was made to assess the number of sentences
- b .
A . . : ‘
recalled, where sentences were scored by a liberal criterion of reproducing °

Rt
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thejr general ;d%a"\(p. 405). Two judges;scored subjects'recall. for content

<

- B
and personal gonversational propositions, yielding an overall recall

accuracy score for content’and personal information., Judges interrater

.
¢

reliability waﬁjby Pearson r =,.86,

Uncertainty reduction. Clatterbuck's (1979) Uncertainty  Reduction

2

~ )
Evaluation Scales (CLUES scale) constituted the uncertainty reduction measure.

*

~

Clatterbuck's 'scales were developed From a series of experiments and have
— > 3
4

high internal consistency (Cronbach's alpha = .87). Responses to the CLUES

~ .

scales were averaged to yield an overall uncertainty reduction score for,

each subject. Subjects were tested immediately after hearing the stimulus

messages and after a ohe week délay.',The same CLUES scales were used for the °

[ . -
.

immediate and delayed uncertainty reduction measure. v ) .

Subjects. ¥ Two hundred and foréy:Sevéh college students, 126 females and

121 maies, randomly selected from beginning level communication and speech

’ B 4

courses participated in the experiment. The subjects were participating

as partial fulfillment for a class grade. Students were tested {n groups

ranging in-‘size from 12 to 18 durihg reguiar class hours. The median age

for subjects was 19.1 years.

.
’

Procedures. The 247 subjects were randomly assidﬁed te the 16 experimental
—_—— . ’

» .

conditions. (Some attrition occurred due to inadequate responses but. subjects

- . L4 .

were approximately equally. distributed throughout experimental conditions w:ith
. . . , :

no condition hav}ng less than 14 or more than 16 subjects). Each condition

group met separatély in a classroom, where subjects were informed that they

would be participating in an interpersonal communication experiment focusing

“on the inst?ucpional dyad. Subjzéts were asked not to converse with each
A}

. —

other‘durfﬂ6 the experiment.* Subjects then received the attention focusing

N .
h .

a®
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1)

~

¢

Voot instryctions appropriate to their condition followed by the appropriate

’

-

theme ambiguity statement. The experimenter played the.appropriate recorded
. stimulus conversation once only. Suﬁgects then responded to thélcomprehépsion

¢ v ?

. . scales and the uncertainty reduction test. Subjebts were reminded to return

‘

— ‘

at the sdme time in one week in orddr to be debriefed, to discuss the experimental

results, Fd to obtain their general opinions about what constitutes successful

<
3 dyadic communication.

-

3

&

When subjects .returned after one week, the experimenter administered

The recall accuracy

the recall accuracy and uncertainty reduction tests.

-

'

test was administered first, followTd by the uncertainty reduction test. f

E

Finally, the experimenter debriefed the subjects.

» - -

Results and Disgcussion

Multivariate and un
\

&

Where significant interactions were present, Tukey's HSD post-hoc (Kirk,?

\

N\

o3

e,
¥

r

ivariate analysis of variance procedures were used.

. interact109s were preseRt.

’

1458, pp. 88-90) comparisons were performed. Sgﬁﬁkesults for each dependent’
[

- ~

-variable will be presented aiong with Tukey's comparisons where significant -

-

k_All significant intgractions were graphed.

- .
-

MANOVH Results

. - . e

)»‘v
that personal comprehension and uncertainty

N

The #ationale indicat -

\

‘reduction should be closely' related phenomena in conversational processing.

.

A Pearson r correlation analysis (see Table L(/revealed this to be the case;

.t [

suggesting the need to analyze the results on these dependent variables with

the MANOVA, procedure. v

~

A \ . . .
A 2x2x2x2 MANOVA with the personal comprehension, immediate and delni%d

)

sighificant theme ambiguity by
- .

convérsatinﬁ interaction, F (3,213)=2.79, p < .04, and a significant theme ° N

uncertainty reduction measures revealed

«

\ - .

i8




type by conuversation interaction, F(3,213)=4.01, p f .009.  There were
no other significant main or interactive effects, although the theme type
effect approached significance, F(3,213)=2.30, p < .077. "4

. A MANO&A was also performed for the content and ﬁersonal recall accuracy

v

measures since both measures are conceptually related, reflecting recall process.

A 2x2x2x2 MANOVA with the, content and personaﬂ recall accuracy measures

revealed significant main effects for theme ambiguity, F(2,222)=14.58,

p < 0001, theme type, F(2,222)=9.40, p < .0001, and gonversation F(2,222=
. . ‘- \ . 2
6.75, p < .001, and significant theme ambiguity by theme type F(2,222)=

)

7.22, p < .0009, focusfhg strategy by conversation, F(2,222)=3.10, p < .047,
- ¢ <

and focusing strategy by theme'ambiguity by theme type, by conversation,

F(2,222)=3.41, p < .035, interactions.

Following Harris' (197§) and Evan's (1979) adigce, as well as to simplify .

S e

discussion of the resul%s, univariate ANOVA'S and post hoc comparisons, ’ ‘
|
|
|
|
|

where significant interactions were evident, were performed for each dependent
L]

N
' . . ) . . ‘A
measure. The upivariate results very closely reflect the multivariate results. |
Content -Comprehension A :

£ L e

~

N . ¢ .
~ There were signiftcant main efqects for theme ambiguity, F(1,231)=

r——

theme _ambiguity by theme type.interaction F(1,231)=5.387, p < .021. As
. ‘ M
"predicted, the mean content comprehension score for subjects receiving

-

25.22, p < .0001 and theme type, F(1,231)=11.39, p < .001, and a sighificant - i
1

unambiguous themegs (X=6.492)Was significantly higher (p < .000l) than for

’ . subjects receiving ambigiious thematic instxuctions (%¥=5.096) . " Sub cts

P

receiving content thematic instructions comprehended content message information

siqﬁificqntly (p <. .001) better (X=6.2443), than subjects receiving personal

RN

thematic instructions (X=5.343). .




. -

3 N < -

»

-

. A Tukey's HSD post hoc test demonstrdted that subjects receiving

significantly- (p < :OS) better than subjects receiving unambiguous persomal
- &
themes (X=5.7). Figure L%;indicates that théme type had an.,effect on content

.
» >
.

L. -
message comprehension only when the message thamé was unambiguous. Looking -

at the interaction another way (Figure 1lb), svbjects&seceigiq? unambiguous

' L 4 ~ .
content themes comprehended content message information significantly -better

L4 re
(p < .05) than subjects receiving ambiguous content themes. There were no

significant differences in the personal theme condition for content message e

\ * ‘
comprehension. . ' N ) .-

. s . - /

There was a significant main effect fqr conversation, F(1,231)=8.598,

p < .004.° Subjects rgceiving the fencing instructigfs® conversation com-

prehended its content information significantly bett (X=6.19) than subjects
v v _ .
. receiving the ceramics instruction conversation (X=5.397). ' .o

The pattern of results for content comprehension conformed to predictions

-

- - Be ) -
in the main. Conversations for which subjects received unambiguous content . R

N -
4

themes were significantly easier to comprehend. This is not surprising _
. R

L4 ' . q
given the studies which have .found essentially the same pattern of results .

2
s

using prose stimulii. The present study extended prose comprehension research
' ]

v

involving theme effects by using conversational stimulus messages. One

important and constraining aspect of this extension was the présent study's
* ¢
introduction of a distinction between content and personal themes. This

* -
.

. w )
“ distinction proved significant, as tne results for content gomprehension
- N - - . -
revealed. Future content tomprehension research which uses conversational

<

2
] stimulus messages must take irto aﬂ(ount the complexity of these messages

by distinquishing between content and'peﬁsonal information. The use of

»

(RIC ™
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- + -t
personal and content themes is one frujitful way to approach to this issue.
. L -
. ; :
" Personal Comprehension . °,

. PE—

" On this de

[ . -

theme type and co versatlon, F(1,230)=,14.523, P 11_001 (see Figqure 2). 1In

N

the ceramics conversation, theme type had a c1gn1f1cant effect (Flgure 2a);

subjects receiving personal themes (X=7. 40) comprehended personal information

L4 -

significantly better than subjects receiving content thematic 1nstruct10ns
< ~ ¢
(§=6.21). By’ comparlson Flgure 2b demonstrates that sub)ects re¢e1v1ng

content themes for the fenc1ng message (X=7. 26)_comprehended'personal

o~

. Lnformatlon significantly (p Z:.OS) better than %ubjects receiving contént

.

‘Y - - .
. themes for the ceramics message (X=6.21). . - \

The results indicate that in_some conversations a recéiver will comprehend

personal information better when they yse a perscnal theme and in otﬂer

n!,_' N

\;\‘cqnversations when they use a content themé. The experimenter providedyﬁ

personal theme may have, been more useful™in comprehending personal 1nformat10n )

- - v

. in the. ceram1cs conversation because subjecfs may have had poorLy art1culated

3

personal schemata for arts-crafts instructors. -Markus £é977), Lingle

et %1.'5 (1979), and Cantor and Mlschel s (1979) research 1nd1cated tha

-,

person schemata or protot‘ggs differ in strength or degree of art1culatlon

s

in Memory, and these d1ff$¥ences affect a va 1ety person perceptron-procgsses

LY

(e.g. recall,-impression ' formatlon, speed or processing and, uncertainty

Py ~

-, .reduction, to name a few). If subjects had pcorly articulated personal schemata

-

ndent variable, there was a slgnlflcant interaction between .

{

-

-

7

bt

E

for arts-crafts 1nstructors because of limited prior knowIedge of arts 1nstructors"

«

tﬂgn the 2;3y1ded personal themes would have givén them useful information tha

<

a poorly articulated schemata wouldonnf for disambiguating the ceramics 1nstru

personal comments. By. the same token subjects re"eiv1ng t\b fenc1ng conversatlon

. -

t 1

~
‘-

ctor S

may not have .gained much from the,prov1ded personal themes because they already

- - s - Ly

% . , g1 S
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" did not need personal themes to dlsamblguate the fenc1ng 1nstrgﬂ;9r s comments ;

e . b -

has strongly artlculatgd personal schemata foc coaches or sports 1nstructors,

N ' S
based on extensive prlor knowledge about seprts and Sports ro§ches whlch
‘. Y . ; - cot .

Q
they retrieved from memory and used as, a pelsona1~theme;.- B

R

-

a
) . o . . - .

- . . . - .
The fencing instructor’s overall conversational behavior may have . )

¥ >

caused subjects to®categorize ﬁrﬁ’ZQ\a prototypfo example of,the coach- . ox
. N . - - N

sports instructor personal schema. This sdb]ects would probably be 1nc11ned
. N e /
to, use this personal protype from memory as a theme for the fenc1ﬂg 1nstructor s

b3 £ .

& s .

personal comments. . "When .a person is a prototyp1ca1 category exepplar, Lhen S
a . ¢ LA {o -7,
this association with the’ category can functlon as an organlzablonal &ﬁeme . =

- ’

i oy o o ~
-

to structure the encoding of new information about the person..." (Can;or
’ ) ° ’ oA . - - ¢

*ind Mischel, 1979, p.42). This may. explaih %ﬁ;}‘tr}_e}e {&as‘ no siygnificant -

Yy e
personal comprehen51on advantaqe for sub]ectsvln tﬁe fenc;ng converzatxon

’ N r

condition receiving personal themes over sub)eCtshrecelvlng/;ontent themes.’

. A : 7
4Fhe personal compreheWiion advantage  for subjects in the.ﬁensing -

o
g M -
1 . - .

conversation condition receiving content themes,~may also be a result of

e .

P N > . > . .
pe¥sonal prototypes. Given the possibilit§ that -fencing conversation subjects

~ ‘e ~ ‘ s

-
they may have found the content themes qseful 1g-further dlsamblguatlng the -
meaning of the entire conversation resultlnq in ogtter overall comprehen51on
Aa ~ 13 -
and hence better personal comprehension than ceramics conversation”sfibjects

3

. These explanations ‘a post-hqQc and therefore sibject to a multitude.of

-
-

: e # .
alternative explanations put in footnote here-on post-study. However, one

>

, - K . ‘
thing these results indicate is that personal comprehen51on processes may ° %
e

be diffefent than content comprehenslqp p?ocesses ,For one thing, regardless

of the 1ndependent variables é&gjects found personal | 1nformatlon‘(X 6.902)

0 ¢ .

. s ©
, s .g?: .
. P

A L7




Fa

sigqiﬁicanﬂly-m?re comprehensible than ;bﬁtent.information (x=S.797L;,

-t . , -
t (1,246)=5.85, p L .0001. This, may‘have created a sealing effect,

partially washing out?tﬁe effects of the independent variables.

.
.

. - A
Future - conversational research which focuses on personal comprehension

.

may be able to determine why personal information is-generally more
s = » . N -
. . ’
comprehensible than content information'in conversations, and also
) {

determine what role tnémig play in persomal comprehension.

Initial Uncertainty Reduction . .
N\ .- ‘ ) -
FSE this dependeng variableg}hg;g was' a significant theme type by

.

conversation interaction, F(1,230)=7.525, p <:;007 parallelinq;;he samne - .

F . . A v . e . . . N
intePaction for personal comprehension. This interaction's graph

.
[

(Figure 2) reveals its resemblance to the same persgnal comprehension |
P . - - .‘ -
interaction (Figure 2a). Subiécts recejying personal themes in the ceramics
L) g = . ’ N
instructions conversation reported significantly more uncertainty reduction
. . . .8

.

“than subjecés receiving content themes for the same conversation. . .

-

4 -

There was also a significant ﬁhgée;way interaction among theme ambiguity,
. s .

theme type, and conversation, F(l,230)=5?77, p £ -017. Figure 4 shows that

.
I .

-, - M ‘ ~ -.‘ “, . .
*“theme type ﬁ?? an effect in the ceramics instructions conversation in the
v . i .o
unambiguods theme condition but not in the fencing instructiohs conversation.

. <

Personal comprehension and uncertainty reduction appear to be the same,

J
or similar aspects of the same reception process. Comments receivers
- .
categorized as personal would provide excellent clues ab6ut the sender's
- ) \3 ! s . - \/
personality. To comprehend these comments. the receiver must develop a

disambiguating context, which in most cases would be a personal theme. This .
theme would in turn serve as an access route’ to a pertinent personal schema.

The ac?essed person schema would provide tﬁp‘!eceiver with a set of criteria

ER[!
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. * . - L
‘1ssue for future research is the need to determine how personal.memory

-
‘s

for reducing uncertainty about the sender. .

?

The iqylxdation from this siudy‘s results ig that receivers may be ‘p

more likely to access and‘%se personal schemata when théy are well arficulated

1 -

or strong, but not when the& are poorly'articuleted or weak. An important -

~ Y ) ‘ .
schemata affect uncertainty reduction and personal comprehension when those
T .

schemata are stréng or ﬁighly reinforced versus wheh they are weak or poorly 3

articulated. f . - )

a
. ~

Delayed Uncertainty Reduction
. j r 0
"There were no significant main effects or interaction for delayed

! Fi N B )

uncertainty reduction. Time may diminish the independent variables' effect

O

ERIC
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.
v

on unpcertainty reduction. A t-test betweén tHe initial (X=5.44) and delayed
‘. .

(X=5.11) uncertainty reduction measures revealed a significant decrease “in

,qaceftainty redugction after a time deléy. t(1,215)=5.85,.p < .00l. \§
R T - : '

Lingle et al.'s (1979) research offers a likely explanation for*the - -

BN

decrease in uncertainty reduction -after time passes. Lingle et al (1979}
~ N » 4
found that after time passes, receivers draw on thematicdlly organized
’ v -
\ M- .
impressions from semantic memory to make judgements or reducg uncertiigty_ ot
about others. These impression§ do not contain specific "stimulus traits" -
) ' \. . - ; ~/‘ . N
from original message information; they contain information related to perscnal
- ,\. . ~. ‘
themes develofied during initial message reception J{Lingle et al., 1979,

. . 4 ’
P 683L; This being the case, it. stands to reason that subjects in this study

® -
would experience decreases in uncertainty reduction over time because they did
. . - _

A : . .
not have as many cues to reduce uncertainty assthey did Qurtng initial

message reception. s .

- -

¢
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N
N . .

Content Recall Accuracy

—
a

There were significant maip‘effects for theme .ambiguity, -F(1,223) =

-

‘ 19.88, p < .00l, and theme type, F (1,223)=13.38, p < .0003, and significant.

"

théme amblgu1cy by theme type, F(1,223)=10. 72 P < .0012, focusing strategy ~

- by conversation, F(1,223)=S.38, p < .921, and focusing straEegy by theme

4 . < -
» ambiguity by theme type by conversation, F(1,223)=5.69, p < .0]8, interactions.
J y The results supported hypothe51s 1, with content recall in_ the . L0

4 : unambiguous theme condition (x = 1. 403) significantly better than regall

A B B ~

in the ambiguous theme condition «x = .700). Theme type had a significant

. effect én content recall, with those subjects receiving content themes recalling

hS
3

significantly more content inﬁokmation (x = 1.339) than subj@ts receiving

personal themes (§‘= .739).
. 3

The theme ambiguity by theme -type interaction (Figure 5) demonstrated
' 2
,superior—content'recall accuracy for subjects receiving the unambiguous
b 1vin

content themes. The focusinb‘%trategy by conversation interaction, while ///

. . . . ,
significant in the ANOVA, revealed no significant differences via the N
. Tukey's post—hoc test or the less conservative Duncan's multiple range

-~

v

test. The four way interaction graphs (Figure 6 a-d), demonstrated that
the unambiguqus content theme condition was the best’ predlctor of recall

accuracy regardless of focusing strategy or conversation.

i

These results taken as a whole ‘clearly indicate that content recall

Accuracy is strongly constrained by the type of theme a receiver uses and the

degree to which that theme disambjguates a conversation's content information.

.

\ \7 These results extend previous pr:se-themerecall research to the conversational

o
arena. In studylng theme's effect on conversatlonal content recall accuracy,
* "

researchers must take into account thisstudy's finding ‘that while conversational

. . - { - X —
Q L 25 L 3
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LY

'Ki\\;“:’/ information yhanta “arts-céggtS" personality prototype. Cantor and Mignﬁgf‘s
. . [ 4 L]

. information is stored around themes and themes are used to retrieve conversational
) s ) . . 4
information; themes are more or less useful 1n storing and retrieving N

- I

" information based'gn the level to which they are ambiguous and wbat’type -

: »
of theme (content)is used. v ‘ i

* personal Recall Acturacy - . Lt
=

:

. ’ A\
There were 51gn1f1cant ma5n effects for theme amblgu1ty, F(l 223)—

-
-

13.09, p < .6004, and conversathn, F(1,223)=12.53, p < .OOOS.. No oéher

>
. f

SN main \or 1ntérabt1ve effects Weﬁp 51gn1f1cant
preégcted in hypothesis 1, subjectqvln the. unamblguoub theme condition

\ e
N .

accurately iecahle@ 51gn1f1c;k€ly'more personal Informdtxon (x = .9#6) than -

-

subjects Xh the amblguous theme condition (x =

.
’

a483). Personal recall accuracy
Y .

was 51gn151cant1y better for subJects receiving the fencing conversation r

(x = 9QOQ than those rece1v1ng the ceramics conversation (x = ,496).

. Paéb research (Keenan et al., 1977) found t

\,,.

t subjects could recaLl“

persoéai information more accurately than contentf} information, indicating

~

. that fhese two types of information, may not be processed in the same way.

o . '

NES

Degree oﬁuﬁanversatlonal theme amb1gu1ty, however, appears to be an 1mp0rtant

v - .

p;ed}ctor of both content and persdnal recall accuracy. Regardless of type

of conversattonal theme or type of informgtion recalled, using an uhambigtious .
4 R . v N N

theme will significantly increase a conversant's recall accuracy. . .
B . .

.3 . . . :
w: . As with personal comprehension and’ immediate uﬁcegtalnty reduction, the

ébnversation variable had a significant impact. Following the same line of
xv ] .
/q*reaSOnlng, subjects receiving the fencing conversation may have been able to

.
&

accurately recall persohal information aYter a time delay because a "coach"

»

4 - s
personality prototype was a better organizing and retrieval cue for personal
N . . o~ ~ -

»

w ‘ - : ’ ¢

-~ .
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(1979) comments on this subject are‘particularlyAappropriabe within the

-

context of the present post-hoc explanation of the conversation effect.

“When a target individual fits'well in a particular category (or has been

labeled as a member of that category) not only does memory for details of
b

his/her behavior improve in general (e.g. Cantor and Mischel, 1980), but

attributes commoniy associated with that category are ascribed more freely

to that,person in written impressions and/or in recall-recognition protocals..
i & - _
(p. 7). . )

% .o .

A)

Focusing Strategy -
7 :

The predlcted effects of focusing strategies did not occur. Previous

research involving the focu51ng strategy variable found it to have a 51gn1f1cant

impact on message comprehension and recall. One important difference between

the previous research and the present studx‘wds this study's use of conver-

) . <
sational stimulus messages.

Perhaps in conversational messagesﬁkcontenQ and personal focusing

strategi{?‘have minimal impact on comprehension, recall, and uncertainty

S

reduction. Receivers may engage personal and content focusing strategies

relatively automatically. Shatz's (1978) research indicated that content and
! ~

. . .
personal focusing strategies are used interdependently not independently.
. T ’
MFrom a processing point of view, the two domains of understanding, social

. : -]
(personal) and message content (content) are not independent of one another.

I d
The ‘facility with which one functions in one domain has repercussions for the

display of knowledge in the iiﬂ:;w (p. 5). It may be that while receivers

-

can focus their attention on personal ors content informatjon they may be:

° L4

. o .
unable to dlqregard or minimally proces:: the other type of 1nformat1on,

. * . . s
especially when process‘ng a coherenp conversation.
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It is also possible that recelvers do not use personal or Content
L4 I3 N

o

focusing strategles when receiving conversational messages, although this seems

somewhat unlikely given the past research (Keenan et al., 1977; Olson, 1977;

Shatz, 1978) which indicates othérwise. Future research on the focusing

strategies recelvers use when processing Conversational messages is needed

to resolve these perplexing questions. ' s

@

Conclusions
——2e2usions

°

The results of this research provide a pbotentially fruitful new direction
for the study of uncertainty ieduction which appears to be intimately linked
to personal message comprehension. Perhaps the most intriguing aspect of

this research’is its findings on™the personal message comprehension and - .

.
’

recall accuracy varlables which suggests that personal semantic memory

schemata are organized ‘and accessed dlfferently then content semantic memory

schemata. Future research might focus on how receivers access and use

personal schemata during conversational discourse processing. Perhaps the

as the constructivists"® research indicates (see Delia and his colleagues

resea’@f}. . .
. Y

The results of this study also lead to the conclusion that it is useful

/; ’,

<

to make the distinction between personal 1nformatxon and content information
1n*conversat10ns. Nonetheless, these two categories need further refinement.
There ‘are many types of personal and content information. For example,
sarcasm, compliments, statements of attitudes, etc, all appear to fall within
the personal information Category. 1Interactants in conversations may treat

these subcategories q3fferently when reducing uncertainty about others.

(3
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o \ -
The subcategories of content information (e.g. questions, assertions of fact,

¢

negation, statements of description, etc.) may also be treated differently
N ) LT N .
in processing of conversations. Future research on this issue should attempt

v

. to identify those subcategories of content and personal information that

LI

are psychologically meaningful. .
' .
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NOTES
T4

See Berger, Douglas, and Rogersf(1981); Goss (in press): Planalp and
Hewes (1981); Planalp ard Tacey (1980); Craig (1979); Hopper (1981),

Mike Rolofff (1981), to name a few.

(1979), Fiske and Llnv1lle (in press), Freedle (1979),

- LY

«

for more in depth reviews of modern schema theory, its assumptlone,

underpinings, and historigal motivations.
- 4 7 * ’43
P of
- AN

- -
In discourse processing research, most often researchers use at least

two stimulus messages in order .4o increase the generalizability of

their resulte and also to ‘avoid the fixed effegts.fallacy(Clark, 1973) .

This variable's only purpose is_.to increase a study's generalizability,

but more often than not the meseage'variable preduces significant.
eftots. The message (or conversat%gn) effect is very common in theme
discourse résearcﬁ. Christiaansen (1980, p. 616), Doo?}ng and Lachman
(1971, p. 221), Dooling and Mullet (1973, p. 405), D‘o\ol’ing and
.Chrtstiaaneen (1977,-p. 43{),'Stlin and Doolfng (1274:tp. 258 & 260),
and Thorndyke (1977, p. 88) alk reported a message.effect. It is
important to note that in all these studles Thorndyke (1977, ppz 97-98)
was the only researcher who attempted to explaln the message effect, -

i 4

ion was post-hoc and not relevant to the pfeéent study.

So, whild a conversation (or message) effect mlght have been predlcted

3 ' o/ .‘ . » . )
in this/study, there was no ba$1s in previous discourse research to -

substantlate and specify the direction of such a'prediction. Rather

N
.-

than ignoring the conversation.or message effect,‘l have 1ncorporated
¥
LY

~ - L

.
. Y.




it within this study's experimental design and will attempt to

. . : . ‘- .
> offer some reasonable explanation, albeit post-hoc, for its occurance.

N <

: . In this way, future conversational research exp}oring the conversation

N
effect will have some prior research basis for exploring the effect.

£

Ultimately, we may reach a stage in discourse processing research

-

. where we will have a comprehensive explanation of the message-conversation
. effect. This will only occur when more comprehensive explanations:
. are developed for discourse processes in general, however, until that

time I believe we can expect message-conversation effects.
~ LY ~

. 4, The author will furnish on request stimulus materials used in

this study. .

~

\ . Tt

5. Dooling and Christiaénsen's (1977) and Spiro's (1977) research indicated -

‘

that a one week delay would be sufficient to permit constructive-

reconstructive memory processes to occur. Spiro (1977) also indicated

that informing subjects that they will be tested for recall will
- - L s ’

inhibit their construcive-reconstructive memory processes for a :

3 . - K ~ .
. stimulus message, which was:the reason for not informing subjects -

. . . “

~ in this study that they would be given a recall test after the one:

» -

week delay. This also was the rationale for not immediately testing

recall accuracy, in addition to the faot that pagt memory research

M . .

. - {Dooling and Christiaansqag'l977; Spiro,’l977) established’thaf . .

constructive-réconstructive intrusions would not be tikely to occur
~ U , ) 4;
' in an immediate recall accuracy test. - -~

ERIC .
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6.\ For the validity check, 90 college students, 45 males and 45 females,
& : '

' were randomly selected from beginning level. speech and communication

.

classes. The mean age for subjéctsih@s 19.6 years.

N

.)2 7. In the analysis to be reported, several factors caused- the degrees of

- ' freedom to vary someghat for the dlfferenlbdependent variables. Seventeen

£
N §
subjects were ‘absent for the second half of the experiment when the . 1

g delayed uncertainty reduction.and recall accuracy measures were administered.

- There were also six subjecks who received the wrong recall accuracy »
€

L3
.

wpost. ~ The comprehension and initiai’ﬁgqertainty reduction scores
-

for subjects who were absent for "part or all of the delayed measurcs_ 3

were included in the analysis for the initial measures. One subject .

-

waé\absent for the personal comprehension, Hitial uncertainty reduction,

measure and the delayed measure.

8. References about the "sociological level” and the.“psychological level”

were .taken from Miller and Steinberg's {1975) developmental_interﬁ%rsonaL
L g N .
communicdation theory. -

v
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@ Table 1

pearson r Between Dependent Variables

J'ﬁ* Personal . Uncertainty
oot Comprehension Reduction
e - '
Personal e )
Comprehension . -
Uncertainty - r = 511 .
Paduction : . (p < .0001) .
oeié?ed B o .
Uncertainty - r = .393 r = ,742
Reduction | . {p < .0001) (p < .0001)
- §
¢
> -
&%
L ™% -
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Figure 1. ~ Theme ambigulty by theme type interaction

content comprehension.
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Figure 4. Theme ambiguity by theme type by conversation
interaction for initial uncertainty reduction. (N.S. = no significance).
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Figure 5. Theme ambiguity by theme
type interaction for content recall accuracy
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Figure 6. Focusing strgtegy by théme ambigqit§ By '

. theme type by conversation interaction for content recall accuracy.
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